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Political Observations 


1. The coup stories in the days proceeding the March 18 anniversary 

maneuvering 

were not too serious, but there may well be considerable political/ -- par- 
ticularly within the military - -in the months ahead, even after Lon Nol 
returns. There are ambitous senior personalities (Gen. Sak Sutsakhan, 

Son Ngoc Thanh) who stand ready to capitalize on possible failings by the 
present leadership even if, as it now seems, no one is trying very hard to 
create occasions for takeover attempts. In addition, more and moreffield 
grade officers are acquiring combat experience and very probably at the same 


time developing impatience with (if not contempt) forj their desk-bound 
superiors at FANK headquarters. 

2. The government is being managed more effectively under Sirik 
Mafcak as Acting Prime Minister than it was when Lon Nol was in Phnom 
Penh. (Lon Nol is aware of this and is sensitive on the point. ) There is 
also awareness among at least some civilians at Cabinet and sub -Cabinet 
level that the GKR needs to move rather quickly on several fronts - holding 
down prices, writing a constitution, finding responsible jobs for students 
and recent graduates, and vaguer tasks such as achieving "reform 1 ' and 
building "social justice 11 if the GKR is to retain the unified national following 
it still enjoys. (One Cabinet Minister says the GKR will buckle down after 


the anniversary, a statement reminiscent of the annual "after Tet" 

in Vietnam.) At the same time, civilian officials seem to 
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have only fragmentary and shallow knowledge of what’s going on outside 
Phnom Penh (a condition equally true of FANK and of the US Mission) 
and are only beginning to develop programs of pacification and 
psychological operations. 

3. Lon Nol is important above all for what he represents and to a 

v 

much lessor extent for what he can do, either militarily or pwlj±cca#sy . I 
Before his stroke he had been trying to do far too much anyway. There is 
general agreement among Cambodians and Americans that he must curtail 
his activities when he returns. 

4. The role of the Khmer Krom troops (ethnic Cambodians from 
Vietnam) is significant in political as well as military terms and is not 
well understood, perhaps even by the Khmer Krom themselves. Units of 
Khmer Krom complexion constitute about 40% of FANK's effective force at 
present; although this proportion will drop as FANK trainees return from 
Vietnam and Thailand, the absolute numbers of Khmer Krom and others 
under their influence will remain substantial. The Khmer Krom apparently 
believe that they have not received sufficient recognition for their contribution 
to the war and that Sirik Matak is ’’out to get them. ” These beliefs either 
underlay|the pre-March 18 coup rumors or were cited by those who tor reasons 

K 

of their own concocted the rumors. 

5. On the basis of limited contacts, one gets the impression the 

Cambodians believe the ARVN will never change its ways. If the ARVN 
contribution to Cambodia's defense is not sufficiently appreciated, neither 
is ARVN misbehavior resented to the point where any kind of general popular 


hostility seems imminent. There is what seems to be a very Oriental and 






forces leave Cambodia there will be neither cheering nor complaining, it 
will simply be accepted that the ARVN have left (the validity of the reasons 
for their leaving being almost immaterial) and that F ANK has to fill the gsps 

to the extent that it can. 

Policy implications: 

1. Appropriate elements of the US Mission (particularly Political 
Section and DAO) should increase their efforts to find out what is going on in 
the countryside, primarily by more first-hand travel and observation on the 
part of existing s t affine The brief trips taken by members of the Pol- 
itical Section to date have been useful. Trips could be expended to permit 
greater depth of inquiry and wider geographic coverage. DAO personnel 
should not shy away from making and following through on recommendations 

to FANK on the basis of their observations; we would still be safely short of 
anything that could be construed as a Vietnam -style advisory role. 

2. It is even more important that FANK and the GKR generally 
learn about rural conditions and that FANK improve its communications with 
the field. 

3. The Mission should expand its contacts with FANK, particularly with 
officers of field grade. 

4. Lon Nol should not be pressed to return to Phnom Penh before he 
has recuperated to the fullest extent possible. Once back, he should be urged 
to divest himself of some of his former functions and to limit his activities 

to a sensible and medically-appropr iate level. 
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5. We should look 


upon 






^writing and other activities 


of a "reform” nature which the Cambodians themselves consider worthwhile 
and important in the near term. We should not press them to hold elections 
or to found political parties; they will get around to this when they're 


ready. 


6. The Mission 1 s argument that possible GKR over -dependence on the 


Vietnamese makes US aid all the important does not wash. US aid can and 
should be justified by the needs of the situation and by what such aid can 

accomplish. GKR over -dependence on the US could be just as debili- 
tating as over -dependence on the GVN, and in any case neither the US nor the 

Ui 

GVN will have the type or amount of resources necessary to biit the 
Cambodians out if the Communist military (or political) threat rises to grave 


£ 

proportions or if Cambodian domestic politic* 


begins to unravel. 
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